, the German-American rocket engineer and space visionary, is often depicted in white or black, saint or devil terms. In the eyes of his associates and hero-worshippers, he is still seen as an apolitical space enthusiast who was not a "real" Nazi and had nothing to do with the crimes of the Third Reich-indeed he was arrested by the Gestapo and held for two weeks in 1944.* Many critics and many survivors of the Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp, on the other hand, see him as an unprincipled opportunist or even a convinced Nazi who was directly responsible for the deaths of 20,000 prisoners. Although the scholarly community has begun to break with this simplistic dualism, an empirical inquiry into his actual involvement with National Socialist organizations and war crimes, based on all available evidence, is still very much needed-especially in view of the brief and unsystematic treatment these questions have received in recent studies.' While such an empirical inquiry cannot end the debate, in part because the evidence is itself debatable, it can narrow the limits of what can plausibly be claimed. Moreover, an inquiry into von Braun's behavior may help spark further investigations into the responsibility of engineers, scientists, and middle managers for the exploitation of concentration-camp labor; the existing literature concentrates overwhelmingly on either direct perpetrators of the Holocaust, or on industrial corporations and their leaders.2
Physically he happened to be a perfect example of the type labelled "Aryan Nordic" by the Nazis during the years to come. He had bright blue eyes and light blond hair and one of my female relatives compared him to the famous photograph of Lord Douglas of Oscar Wilde fame. His manners were as perfect as rigid upbringing could make them. I remember he spoke rather good French. One day he came in while I was struggling with a Sarabande by Handel; after I had finished he sat down and played Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata from memory.... Did we discuss politics? Hardly, our minds were always far out in space. But I remember a few chance remarks, which might be condensed into saying that... the German Republic was no good and the Nazis ridiculous. That, of course, was simply the political platform of the... Society of German Nobility... to which von Braun's father and possibly also Wernher von Braun belonged.
Ley's last conjecture is certainly wrong, but he captures an attitude common among the reactionary elites in 1932. Nonetheless, key members of those elites soon formed a coalition with the Nazis because of the antidemocratic and ultranationalist goals they shared. Von Braun's father was not in the new Hitler cabinet, but, according to his memoirs, he would havejoined if he had been asked; he shared the disastrous illusion of his compatriots that the Nazis could be used. 4 Ten months into the Third Reich, in November 1933, Wernher von Braun joined his first significant Nazi organization: SS-Reitersturm I at Berlin-Halenseean SS equestrian unit. He asserted in a secret affidavit for Project Paperclip in 1947 that: "I was there twice a week and took riding lessons. The entire outfit did never participate in any activity whatever outside the riding school during my connection with it. In summer 1934, I got my discharge from the 'Reitersturm."' Other than a document that verifies his membership as an "SS-Anwarter" at this time, we have no further information.5 I believe that von Braunjoined not only for recreation, but also because Nazi student organizations were putting pressure on non-Nazi students to demonstrate their ideological confprmity in the fall of 1933. It is noteworthy that he dropped out at the time he received his doctorate from the University of Berlin.
Yet it is also important to note that we have no evidence that he was bothered by the regime's brutal suppression of opposition or its growing persecution of the Jews. As a student in the Institute of Physics of the University of Berlin he could hardly have been unaware of the dismissals of Jewish professors, and as a civil servant he dealt with the procedures for demonstrating "Aryan" ancestry. 6 But coming from baronial families with genealogical tables stretching back centuries, he had no worries. Indeed, the possession of this information made it easy for him to meet the strict racial criteria for SS membership. At the same time, there is no evidence for anti-Semitic statements or acts on his part, and in the early and mid1920s, his parents put him into a Berlin school, the Franzosisches Gymnasium, which was regarded by some conservatives as too Francophile and Jewish-and indeed a significant percentage of the students were Jewish. This makes one wonder, however, how he could have been so apparently indifferent to the post-1933 persecutions. 7 In November 1937, von Braun joined the Party. His 1947 affidavit asserts that he had been "officially demanded" to join the Party in 1939, but we have the NSDAP central file card to show the exact date, so either his memory was faulty or he was shading the truth. This fact is potentially important, because just as is the case with his SS membership, I believe we should make a distinction between the pre-and post-arrest situations. His Gestapo imprisonment, which came as a nasty surprise, inevitably heightened the factor of personal survival in the equation of his actions, and that must be regarded as a mitigating factor in judging those actions-although, if the crimes are serious enough, the mitigation may be of little consequence.18 Thus evidence of Wernher von Braun's willing participation in the exploitation of slave labor in V-2 production before his arrest should, by this argument, carry more weight before the arrest than after, when the danger of speaking out would necessarily be increased. This is not to say that von Braun and others were not aware of the danger of attracting unwanted attention from the Gestapo or other security agencies before March 1944-in 1942 the structures chief at Peenemunde had gone to jail for a year after colleagues denounced him for some incautious remark about the war-but both his consciousness of personal danger, and the actual threat to his safety, were increased after the Gestapo arrest. 19 The origins of the exploitation of concentration-camp labor in the German Army rocket program are now fairly well known, but a brief recap is needed. Contrary to later assertions by von Braun's defenders that Himmler forced SS labor on the program in fall 1943, in April the chief engineer of the Peenemunde Production Plant, Arthur Rudolph, had enthusiastically endorsed an Armaments Ministry suggestion to use SS prisoners to produce the V-2s, as German skilled laborers were in very short supply. In June and July, the first 600 of an eventual 1300 mostly French and Russian prisoners were put to work setting up the production machinery; Albert Speer's construction authority had earlier created a much larger non-SS forced labor and POW camp south of Peenemunde, and had used those prisoners to complete the buildings. The organizational separation of development and production at Peenemunde at this time meant that von Braun bore no official responsibility for decisions to use forced and slave labor, and if he had any qualms, which is doubtful, he scarcely could have objected anyway. But he was certainly well informed about these decisions. 20 On the night of 17/18 August 1943, the Royal Air Force launched a massive raid on the secret rocket center. The effects of the attack were less devastating than they first appeared, but they put a fright into the Nazi leadership. Hitler granted Himmler' s proposal to consolidate V-2 production underground using concentrationcamp labor even more extensively; Himmler appointed the ruthless chief of SS construction, Brigadefuhrer (Brig. This admission, which was given at a time when he already had cancer, was more revealing than what he said in 1969, and much more revealing than anything he wrote or said during the late 1940s and 1950s, when he deliberately obscured the fact that concentration-camp labor had been used in the program, and displayed no evidence of a bad conscience about it, even in private letters. On the other hand, in 1966 he told Paris Match, in response to protests of French Dora survivors about the heroic treatment he had received in that magazine, he wrote that "I felt ashamed that things like this were possible in Germany, even under a war situation where national survival was at stake." His official biographers, Ernst Stuhlinger and Frederick Ordway, relate an anecdote that he allegedly told of going to an SS guard about the poor treatment of the prisoners, early in Dora's history, and being threatened with being put in a striped uniform himself. The problem is, there is no direct testimonial from von Braun himself to this story, even though he might have used it to defend himself, and the biographers attribute the identical experience to Arthur Rudolph on the previous page. As evidence it must be regarded as worthless.24 Still, we cannot dismiss out of hand that he might fear speaking out, although Holocaust scholars have shown that almost no one was punished for excusing themselves from much more serious crimes. He was aware as anyone that the apparatus of repression existed and that Mittelwerk was highly secret; yet it seems to me that he could have lodged a written complaint about prisoner treatment sometime during the winter of 1943/44, without taking too large a risk, if such a complaint was rationalized as only being in the interest of efficient production. In fact, except for one instance cited below, there is no evidence he cared about the prisoners' fate, if we discount weak apologias made decades after the fact.
As to his 1969 statement that "during my visits in the Mittelwerk I never saw a dead man, nor did I ever see a beating or a killing," there is no way to prove these statements false, despite survivor statements that he "must have" seen the piles of dead in or near the tunnels.25 It is quite possible that his limited visits might have avoided such horrific manifestations of the bestiality of Dora in its early months. Similarly, we cannot disprove his statement that he never saw or received a specific report of sabotage in the tunnels, which could lead to a slow hanging for the prisoner, but he certainly heard more about the issue of sabotage than he was willing to admit in 1969. The Mittelwerk company had issued a decree about it in January 1944, when von Braun was friends with Arthur Rudolph, who had become production manager of the underground plant. He was also often in touch with the ruthless driving force behind the outfitting of the tunnels, Dipl-Ing. Albin Sawatzki, a Nazi fanatic infamous for his personal abuse of prisoners. 26 Almost all the evidence we have regarding Wernher von Braun's involvement with concentration-camp labor comes from Dora, but it is well to remember that Dora is not the only place he encountered it. At a minimum, he was present at five other locations of the army rocket program employing slave labor beginning in 1943: at the Peenemtinde Production Plant, the Zeppelin works at Friedrichshafen, the "Zement" tunnels near Ebensee, Austria, to which the Peenemtinde development group was to be evacuated (but never was), and two rocket-engine calibration sites-"Vorwerk [ Braun's control. At a minimum, however, the letter implicates him directly in decision-making about the employment of slave labor-a potential "crime against humanity"-whether it was his idea or not. 27 We must conclude that, before von Braun's arrest by the Gestapo, he had already become thoroughly acquainted with the employment of concentrationcamp labor at a minimum of six locations in the V-2 program, had witnessed at least some of the catastrophic conditions of working and sleeping in the tunnels at Dora, and had been drawn into the administration of slave labor in the program. If we discard the one scarcely credible story of Ernst Stuhlinger, there is no recorded instance of his interest in the fate of the prisoners in this period-nor did the SD and Gestapo accuse of him of complaining privately before his arrest. On the other hand, unlike Rudolph and Dornberger, he was not directly responsible for initiating the exploitation of concentration-camp labor, and was even less involved in its administration. Moreover, his power to help the prisoners was, as he claimed later in life, virtually zero. The SS had created the basic system of murderous exploitation in the camps, and it could only be altered in the most minor ways. Given the system of repression, any complaint about the treatment of the prisoners would have to have been very carefully cast indeed-but there is no evidence that it was a priority for him, certainly not in comparison to keeping rocket development on track. The second story comes from Guy Morand in a notarized testimonial given in Cannes in 1995. While working, coincidentally enough, on the testing of the servomotors for the Kommando assigned to the Askania company, a subcontractor evacuated to the tunnels, he found one day that his "chronometer" was missing and hidden under some equipment by someone on the night shift in a "stupid form of sabotage." In order to cover for him, Morand told the foreman that it was an accident.
Post-Arrest
Like the good Nazi he was, he immediately started shouting that it was sabotage, when just at that point VON BRAUN arrived accompanied by his usual group of people. Without even listening to my explanations, he ordered the Meister to have me given 25 strokes in his presence by an SS [man] who was there. Then judging the strokes weren't sufficiently hard, he ordered that I be flogged more vigorously, and this order was then diligently carried out, which caused much hilarity in the group, and following this flogging, VON BRAUN made me translate that I deserved much more, that in fact I deserved to be hanged, which certainly would be the fate of the "Mensch" (good-for nothing) I was.
Morand goes on to state that he was known as "one of the inventors of the "V2" and made frequent "rapid inspections" of the hall. 39 The Yet, if he belatedly woke up to the fact that he was trapped in a nasty system led by an "irreligious" and "unscrupulous" dictator, Wernher von Braun was the one who put himself in that situation. He has often been described as an "opportunist," and that is certainly true. But the term is by itself insufficient because it can cover a whole range of behavior.41 It can imply a complete lack of principles, yet he had at least one principle, that space exploration was the key to the future of humanity. He eagerly exploited the opportunities the Nazi system offered to build bigger rockets. Moreover, von Braun was a conservative nationalist and a convinced antiCommunist, who, like many German scientists and engineers, felt he was working for Germany, even when the regime began to look increasingly dubious. If he was an opportunist, he was a very specific type of opportunist: he was a patriotic opportunist willing to accept the necessity of joining various Nazi organizations if it would advance his career, his country, and his technical discipline. That puts him farther over on the spectrum of behavior than, for example, scientists like the physicist Werner Heisenberg, who shared his nationalist short-sightedness, but avoided joining NS organizations. 42 Von Braun was thus quite typical of the majority of Germans, educated or not, who were blind or indifferent to the regime's crimes as long as it advanced goals they held dear. After the war, the great Hungarian Jewish physicist Leo Szilard said: 
